for a more compassionate cultural ethos that acknowledges the humanity of all ethnic minorities in the United States, not just Arab Americans. 2 This article engages with studies that explore issues of embodiment, racialization, and migration to explore the depictions of the immigrant body in Kahf's poetry collection, Emails from Scheherazad (2003) . It provides a contextual analysis of select embodied encounters that appear in Kahf's poetry and demonstrates the ways in which the immigrant body functions as a site for exposing and deconstructing Islamophobic narratives, asserting an ethnic identity, and articulating the shared humanity and mutual vulnerability among peoples and cultures.
Before offering a close reading of the poems, it is important to explain how and why the categories of the body, embodied encounters, and racialization serve as cornerstones of this analysis. As many scholars have argued, we understand the human body best when we acknowledge that it is simultaneously real and imagined. While the body is, of course, "real" in the sense that is perceptible, material, and mortal, the body's meaning, value, and place in the world are contingent on the sociopolitical conditions, intersubjective relations, and discursive discourses in which the body is situated at any given historical moment. As Mary Evans explains, "we do not actually create, in the pattern of Frankenstein, human beings. But what we do create are fantasies about the body which are often in themselves monstrous. In doing this, we can easily lose sight of the real body . . . because our attention is fixed on the fantasy, and not on the real" (9). Similarly, Sally Sheldon reminds us that while material bodies do exist, our understanding of them is "inevitably mediated and partial" (27) . Gillian Rose, too, insists on the intersectionality of body, fantasy, and discourse. She writes: "The body is entangled with fantasy and discourse; fantasy mobilizes bodies and is expressed through discourse; and discourse, well, discourse is disrupted by fantasy and interrupted by the bodily" (258). Sara Ahmed goes even further to assert that "there is no body as such that is given in the world: bodies materialize in a complex set of temporal and spatial relations to other bodies" (Strange 40). Given that bodies are constantly being produced in relation to one another, Ahmed makes a case for the critical study of "bodily encounters," or the face-to-face meetings of human beings, since they often serve as sites where various forms of othering, racialization, and xenophobia are enacted. She argues that even the figure of the "stranger" is produced primarily through embodied encounters by demonstrating that on meeting the Other, we start to "flesh out" the Other's body based on "broader relationships of power and antagonism" and on past encounters that have impacted our own bodies and psyches, individually and collectively. It follows that the stranger is not someone we do not know; rather, she or he is someone whom "we have already recognized . . . as a 'body out of place '" (55) . Recognizing the stranger as out of place, as "unassimilable" and possibly dangerous, the stranger ceases to be an unequivocally unknown figure. The stranger is thus a recognizable Other, known and elusive at the same time.
Ahmed's conceptualizations of embodiment and estrangement offer a useful framework for understanding the everyday experiences and discursive narratives surrounding the Arab American immigrant. The Arab American immigrant represents the ultimate (threatening) stranger figure in the American imaginary. The immigrant's body often becomes the site of anti-Arab racism and xenophobia because of its proximity to other Arab bodies, including the bodies of the allegedly terrorist Arab men and their oppressed women. Unlike the generic outside Arab enemy, the Arab American immigrant resides inside the country yet occupies an outsider status. As Naber asserts, "Arab Americans are racially white, but not quite" because their lived experiences as racialized Others do not truly match their current official designation as white . Once identified as the "outsider inside," based on name, religion, skin complexion, dress, language, or any other marker, the Arab American body becomes a liability. The Arab American immigrant becomes a hostage trapped in his or her own racialized body, always at risk of stigmatization, a phenomenon that Kahf stages at the forefront of her poems. The body of the Arab American immigrant is burdened with overdetermined representations such that it is transformed into a bottomless receptacle for the unfettered fantasies of its onlookers. Yet the body of the ambiguous Arab American stranger is not merely a passive body that receives racialization, alienation and discrimination. On the contrary, as many of the poems demonstrate, the Arab American body often responds to the patronizing gaze, the provocative questioning, and even the averted look that refuses to acknowledge its existence. It is a body that also does its share of gazing: it often turns its gaze toward its ancestral homeland and inward toward its adopted American homeland. This body-in-motion locates its shifting coordinates in intersecting universes, across various cultures and geographies. It is anything but static.
Returning to Ahmed's trope of encounters, the Arab American body in Kahf's poems often complicates and alters (and is altered by) the worlds and worldviews of other bodies with which it comes into contact. At times, the Arab American immigrant finds herself in the middle of a hostile encounter. Other times, she is empowered by her affirmative encounters with other bodies, including other racialized minorities. Frequently, the embodied encounters are portrayed as giving the Arab American immigrant an opportunity to capitalize on a precarious situation by making a gesture toward a more generous outcome-one that is characterized by a sense of "reciprocal recognitions," to use Frantz Fanon's expression (193) .
Exposing and Deconstructing Islamophobic Narratives Sara Ahmed's observations regarding the significant connection between embodiment and racialization are applicable to the embodied encounters presented in "D a m m i t , J i m , I ' m a M u s l i m W o m a n , N o t a K l i n g o n ! " Kahf's poems. Ahmed argues that "we cannot understand the production of race without reference to embodiment: if racialization involves multiple processes, then these processes involve the marking out of bodies as the site of racialization itself" ("Racialized" 46). In the context of Kahf's poetry, hostile encounters represent those interactions in which the speakers of Kahf's poems experience racialization as a result of their Islamically dressed bodies. Dress is often associated with moral and social investments on the part of the dressed person and those who encounter the dressed body and attempt to decode it. Joanne Entwistle argues that because of its close proximity to the body, fabric "carries enormous social, cultural, political and moral weight. It is closely bound up with individual anxieties and broader social and historical concerns about the regulation of bodies in social space" (144). In their everyday encounters with other Americans, many Arab American women who wear the hijab (headscarf) are constructed as the strange and inferior Other as a result of what Naber has dubbed "the racialization of religion." Naber contends that Arab Americans are often racialized based on their assumed Muslimness rather than other visual features, such as skin color. Their racialization thus occurs by association with an allegedly monolithic and inherently evil Islam ("Ambiguous" 52-53). Kahf's hijab-centered poems capture the "racialization of religion" by portraying random encounters between a muhajjaba (a Muslim woman who wears the hijab) and other Americans who express a range of affective reactions to the woman's Islamically dressed body, including anxiety, contempt, and repulsion.
"Hijab Scene #7" is perhaps the most poignant of the series as it features a tense encounter between a muhajjaba and an unidentified opponent who bombards her with a series of clichéd questions regarding her headscarf, country of origin, and command of English-all questions that the speaker seems to have repeatedly heard in past encounters and have left her exhausted. As FaddaConrey points out, "The [Muslim woman's] repetition of 'no' and 'yes' suggests that these answers are tiredly offered in response to a set of hackneyed questions reminiscent of cross-examinations rather than constructive dialogue, with the end result being to instill difference instead of overcoming it" ("Weaving"168). Furthermore, by subjecting the muhajjaba to invasive questioning, the interrogator asserts his or her asymmetrical power over her. While the interrogator asks all the questions, the Muslim woman must provide satisfying responses or risk misrepresenting not only herself but also Islam, the faith of over a billion people.
Throughout the poem, Kahf's speaker exposes her adversary's ignorance, showing how his or her personal bias is rooted in a much broader national narrative about Arabs and Muslims within the mainstream American imaginary. She says: "No I'm not from that country / where women can't drive cars" (2-3), a statement that reveals her opponent's act of lumping all Arabs and Muslims into one country whose primary feature, as the American corporate media has taught him or her, is the law banning women from driving. Yet the interrogator cannot even remember the country's name, which demonstrates that this "knowledge" is based on arbitrary sound bites and sensationalized "factoids" about the Middle East. As Cynthia Enloe argues, the mainstream media is complicit in "deskilling" American audiences by covering news stories overseas in a sensationalistic manner, without any nuance or continuity of events. Enloe asserts that such deskilling makes Americans "politically naïve" and "unreliable either as citizens of the United States or as citizens of the world" (ix). Kahf's speaker tersely informs her interrogator that she does not want to "defect" as she is " [already] American" ("Hijab Scene #7" [4] [5] . She thus rejects the paternalistic attitude displayed by many, often well-intentioned, Americans towards Muslim womennamely, the discourses of salvation, which feminist scholars including Leila Ahmed, Lila Abu-Lughod, and Kahf have constantly challenged. Kahf argues that the Muslim woman is generally perceived in the American imaginary as fitting into one of three categories: a "victim" of social oppression, an "escapee" of her oppressive culture, or a "pawn" of Arab males ("Packaging" 149). By assuring her adversary that she is already an American citizen who does not wish to escape her culture, the poem's speaker thus resists being labeled as a fleeing victim. In her discussion of the politics of veiling, Samaa Abdurraqib notes that "for immigrant Muslims, visible markers both stabilize their identity as Muslim while simultaneously destabilizing their identity by constantly calling into question the degree to which they have become 'American'" ("Hijab Scenes" 58). Aware of this dominant logic, Kahf's speaker thus reminds her interrogator that "Muslim" and "American" are not mutually exclusive categories and that he or she must confront the fact that this alien-looking body is in fact a legitimate citizen of a multi-ethnic United States.
By asking "what else do you need to know" (Kahf, "Hijab Scene #7" 7) with regard to transactions as simple as buying an insurance policy or opening a bank account (8-9), the muhajjaba exposes her interrogator's unspoken suspicions about her motives. Thus, as the encounter unfolds, the verses accrue and start to mirror the process by which the accumulation of meaning occurs. Because of her headscarf, Kahf's speaker is branded as another backward fundamentalist, and her interrogator views her as someone with a propensity for violent behavior, such as suicide bombing. The speaker recognizes that after failing to pin her down as a victim or escapee of male violence, her adversary now constructs her as a "pawn," an Arab woman who appears to have power and who does not denounce her Arab culture because she allegedly possesses a "false consciousness" (Kahf, "Packaging" 151) . In other words, Muslim women who fail to rebel against their religion are generally perceived as not having any real agency. Therefore, they may be easily brainwashed into becoming violent accomplices to dangerous Arab men. Instead of detaching herself from the discourse of violence, however, the speaker of the poem strategically embraces the persona of the female mujahida (Islamic militant) in the last part of the poem, beginning with the verse, "Yes, I carry Explosives" (Kahf, "Hijab Scene #7" 11) . Shortly after declaring that she is carrying explosives, however, Kahf's speaker immediately subverts the figure of the violent militant by revealing, "They're called words" (12), thus clarifying that her arsenal is made up of (explosive) words, not bombs. She still threatens to "blow [her opponent] away" (16). Mobilizing the same dressed body that had been used to dehumanize her, Kahf's speaker thus transforms a racist encounter into a moment of self-representation. Her sarcasm also unsettles any assumptions about the allegedly subdued (and humorless) Muslim woman. By lashing out against her opponent's loaded questions, Kahf's speaker holds her fellow Americans to higher standards of tolerance. At the same time, she subtly cautions fellow Muslim Americans against accepting their guilt by association. The speaker's belligerently sarcastic words are a far cry from the apologetic attitude that some Arabs and Muslims have espoused in the aftermaths of terrorist attacks carried out by self-identifying Muslim militants. These apologetic Arabs and Muslims have often found themselves in the precarious positions of apologizing for the transgressions of Muslim terrorists, overemphasizing the simplistic narrative that Islam is a religion of peace, expressing feelings of shame, or even hiding their Muslim identity 3 -all understandable reactions that nonetheless participate in the legitimation of collective punishment.
While the dressed body of the muhajjaba in "Hijab Scene #7" prompts invasive questions, rendering the speaker an object of suspicion and hypervisibility, the muhajjaba in "Hijab Scene #3" experiences forced invisibility because of her hijab. This poem tells the story of a muhajjaba repeatedly saying, "I would," in response to a teacher's question to a group of parents, "Would you like to join the PTA?" (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) , but never succeeding in getting the teacher's attention. Running out of options, the speaker resorts to every form of communication she can muster, even making references to the American science-fiction television series, Star Trek. She recounts:
. . . I sent up flares beat on drums, waved navy flags, tried smoke signals, American Sign Language, Morse code, Western Union, telex, fax (10-13) Even "Lt. Uhura tried hailing [the teacher]" on behalf of the helpless Muslim mother but in vain (14-15). 4 Losing her patience, the Muslim woman quips, "Dammit, Jim, I'm a Muslim woman, not a Klingon!" (16) and sadly concludes that the "the positronic force field of hijab" (17) must have "jammed all her cosmic coordinates" (18). This deceptively simple poem humorously highlights the (negative) power of the hijab in rendering its wearer an alien. In this encounter, the Muslim mother is neither invisible nor silent. She repeats the words "I would," but she is dismissed as a nobody by the teacher, a supposedly authoritative figure who is tasked with spreading knowledge and nurturing mutual understanding. Kahf's poem demonstrates that even educated people are capable of harboring prejudices and enacting discriminatory practices, and that racism may take the form of not saying something as opposed to blatantly voicing racist beliefs. This teacher renders the Muslim mother's body invisible by refusing to even acknowledge her words rather than calling her names or responding to her aggressively. Speaking of the white gaze that reproduces his black body, Fanon writes: "I sense, I see in this white gaze that it's the arrival not of a new man, but of a new type of man, a new species" (95). Like Fanon, the Muslim woman witnesses her own transformation from an enthusiastic mother, who is eager to help, to a dehumanized alien who might as well be in another universe.
The speaker's reference to Star Trek not only articulates the process of othering and Islamophobia to which racialized Arab American bodies are subject in various public spaces, it also illuminates the intersection of language, identity, and belonging. By recalling Star Trek, the Muslim mother flaunts her intimate familiarity with American pop culture and idioms. Despite her Muslim dress, she is "all-American," as evidenced by her ability to make inside cultural jokes in English. Similar to the muhajjaba in "Hijab Scene #7," this witty woman is clearly Muslim and American, and she is capable of embodying both her Islamic faith and American citizenship. The Muslim woman's "problem" is solely in the eyes of the bigoted beholder.
The idea that American educational institutions often serve as exclusionary social spaces 5 rather than inclusive havens that engender the exchange of knowledge and ethnic diversity is echoed in some of Kahf's other poems. Like teachers, students, too, are shown as capable of casually denigrating ethnic Others through their microagressions. In the three-line poem, "Hijab Scene #1," a tenth-grader sporting blue hair and tongue rings tells a Muslim girl, "'You dress strange' . . . / his tongue-rings clicking on the 'tr' in "strange" (1, 3) . In this fleeting encounter, the reader witnesses the ways in which the act of differentiation occurs on the surface of the Other's body. As Ahmed argues, difference is produced through the "differentiation of 'others' into familiar (assimilable, touchable), and strange (unassimilable, untouchable)" ("Racialized" 60). The blue-haired boy shames the Muslim student by producing her body as strange and unassimilable in the social space of the homeroom. More importantly, the poem draws a parallel between the boy's act of self-expression and that of the Muslim woman's, showing how both of them express themselves through unique styling. Yet these acts are judged differently because the Muslim woman's wardrobe choices are deemed too different. By highlighting the boy's own self-fashioning practices of hair dyeing and body piercings, the poem exposes the boy's hasty judgment, lack of introspection, and hypocrisy. He boldly displays his counterculture persona through his hair and jewelry at the same time that he actively stigmatizes other people who appear different. In other words, his commitment to radical politics, or freedom of expression, remains literally skin deep. He also fails to appreciate the nonconformity of wearing a headscarf in a society where not covering one's hair is the norm. This scenario invites the reader to interrogate the assumed "strangeness" of a head covering, as it is set against the backdrop of other cultural practices, such as body piercing, which may be viewed as an act of self-mutilation. In fact, the poem alludes to the boy's speech impediment as a result of the tongue rings. The embodied encounter thus demonstrates that what is considered "normal" or "strange" has more to do with acquired cultural sensibilities and less to do with the inherent value of particular cultural practices.
In another fleeting encounter depicted by the poem "Hijab Scene #2," a woman haughtily tells a muhajjaba, "You people have such restrictive dress for women" (1), before she "[hobbles] away . . . / to finish out another pink-collar temp pool day" (2) (3) . Once again, Kahf uses words economically to capture the dynamics of "failed" hijab encounters without sermonizing. Dressed in three-inch heels and panty hose, the "pink-collar temp" spends her day rushing from one part-time job to another. Even though this woman wears uncomfortable or even hazardous footwear, as evidenced by the word "hobbling," (which implies that she is walking awkwardly most likely due to pain, injury, or discomfort), she singles out the hijab as being "restrictive." Her choice of the word "restrictive" thus becomes ironic, exposing her lack of introspection, as she might actually be suffering more pain than the woman wearing a hijab. By making a hasty statement and rushing off, she herself displays a "restrictive" attitude as she denies the other woman any opportunity for self-representation.
In addition to enduring the physical pain of sporting heels to look professional and presentable, the speaker of the poem seems to be dealing with financial insecurity-a subtext that the poem reveals subtly. Feeling desperate and exhausted, most likely as a result of her economic struggles (and not just her painful heels), the pink-collar worker feels the need to demean the Muslim woman's lifestyle so she can feel secure in her own skin and lifestyle. As she alludes to the woman's lack of job security, Kahf exposes the woman's illusion of freedom and control in the face of a capitalist economy that keeps her financially vulnerable and encourages the commodification of her body. In doing so, Kahf shifts the discourse on women's rights from one that highlights personal liberties, such as women's freedom to consume or to bare their skin and hair, to one that focuses on more substantial matters, such as long-term financial security. This poem manifests Kahf's emphasis on the importance of drawing "cross-cutting parallels," "remembering one's own history," and paying attention to the role of economics so that one can be mindful of the unfinished struggles for gender equality across cultures and geographies. Kahf's poetry reiterates her scholarly argument that economic injustices have "undermined the well-being of poor American women and have impoverished working-class people in the United States" in the same way that they have negatively affected the lives of Muslim women worldwide ("Pity" 122-23). For Kahf, it is not productive to single out Arab and Islamic societies for their patriarchal practices. Nor is it possible to discuss gender equality without being attentive to issues of class.
The immigrant body in Kahf's poetry becomes a site of repulsion not only because of its Islamic dress but also through its enactment of Islamic rituals that remain elusive to many non-Muslim Americans. Among these body-centered rituals is the act of wudu, or ablution, which requires the washing of body parts before praying. Because performing ablutions is a prerequisite for prayer, it is not uncommon for practicing Muslims to perform their ablutions in a public bathroom if they are pressed for time. Such is the situation in the humorous poem titled, "My Grandmother Washes Her Feet in the Sink of the Bathroom of Sears," in which the speaker finds herself in the middle of an imminent "clash of civilizations" between a grandmother who unabashedly washes her feet in a Sears bathroom sink and the Midwestern matrons who stumble on her "in the act" (22). The prim and proper matrons are offended by the grandmother's behavior, which strikes them as "a contamination of American standards / by something foreign and unhygienic" (18) (19) . This encounter demonstrates the centrality of the body in enacting religious identity. By washing her feet in preparation for prayer, the grandmother prioritizes practicing her faith over appeasing other people who might frown on her actions. As the grandmother goes through the motions of performing her ablutions, her body becomes a source of anxiety to its confused onlookers. Furthermore, it becomes associated with a collectivity of undecipherable immigrant bodies that Americans have learned to associate with the "dirty third world." This is evidenced by the following lines:
. . . For them, my grandmother might as well have been squatting in the mud over a rusty tin in vaguely tropical squalor, Mexican or Middle Eastern, it doesn't matter which (34) (35) (36) (37) These lines reiterate Ahmed's premise that every face-to-face meeting "presupposes other faces, other encounters of facing, other bodies, other spaces, and other times" (Strange 7). The grandmother's Arab body is lumped with other immigrant bodies, which are construed in the dominant American imaginary as contaminating and must thus be expunged from the (imagined) pure body of the nation. The American matrons thus turn their gaze to the "unassimilable" grandmother, willing her dangerous body away.
Yet the immigrant body in Kahf's poem does not allow others to fix it in their gaze. Neither does it heed their instructions to retreat. On the contrary, the grandmother in Kahf's poem sets the record straight regarding her body, personal hygiene, and the high standards of cleanliness demanded by her faith. In a pivotal scene in which one of the women tries to stop her, the grandmother retorts: 
"My feet are cleaner than their sink. Worried about their sink, are they? I should worry about my feet!" (41, (43) (44) (45) Similar to the speaker in "Hijab Scene #7," the grandmother stands up for herself as she responds to what she perceives as unwarranted concerns with regards to washing her (allegedly dirty) feet in the sink. She even defends the collective community of pious Muslims, as evidenced by her use of the pronoun "we." Furthermore, she mocks the American standards of cleanliness by expressing her concern over the sink's condition. By explaining the Islamic procedure of wudu, the grandmother familiarizes readers with her seemingly strange body; she assures them that her feet have been repeatedly washed over the course of the day and thus are clean. At the same time, she defamiliarizes assumptions about American standards of sanitation.
Despite their patronizing behavior, the Midwestern women in the Sears bathroom are not portrayed as inherently vicious. In fact, the narrator understands their position. As she stands between the door and the mirror, she can see "at multiple angles, [her] grandmother and the other shoppers, / all of them decent and good hearted women, diligent / in cleanliness, grooming, and decorum" (48-50). The "multiple angles" do not simply refer to the granddaughter's literal place in front of the mirror, which allows her to simultaneously see all the bickering women. The angles symbolize her unique positioning as a cultural hybrid, one who can assess the contentious encounter from different perspectives. She is ultimately amused by the women's interaction as it solidifies her own hybrid identity, one that that is in touch with both Arab Islamic and Midwestern American cultural sensibilities.
The speaker's earlier reference to an imminent "clash of civilization" (22) turns out to be a hyperbole after all since her grandmother and the other women are ultimately committed to the same core issue: cleanliness. Admittedly, they possess variant opinions regarding the implementation of proper hygiene, but there is no fundamental rift between them. By giving her non-Muslim readers a glimpse into the subjectivity of Muslims, such as her misunderstood grandmother, Kahf reminds her readers that unfamiliar bodily practices have an underlying cultural rationale of which they are simply ignorant. As Ahmed asserts, "in seeing the bodies of others, we are always engaged in practices of both recognition and reading that fail to grasp the other" ("Racialized" 57). Ahmed's statement may be applied to the Muslim female body, which is often recognized as a strange Other and yet completely misread as oppressed, docile, threatening, or contaminating.
Asserting Ethnic Identity
In addition to representing a site of stigmatization and resistance, the Islamically dressed body in Kahf's poetry also functions as a site for asserting ethnic identity S i n n o and establishing solidarity. The body's affirmative encounters reject the assimilation narrative, showing its limitations. In "Hijab Scene #5" we learn about the high cost, rather than the assumed benefits, of passing: The poem's speaker challenges one of the commonly stated objections against the hijab: that it obliterates a woman's identity because it hides certain parts of her body, such as her hair, which represent a potential venue for individual self-expression. In this alternative narrative, the hijab actually highlights a valued dimension of this woman's identity-namely, her Islamic faith. It also elicits a generous response from other Others, specifically African American Muslim men who, unlike the antagonistic personas in most of the other "Hijab scenes" poems, are delighted to see a woman carry her faith on her head. She is thus anything but bland or invisible.
This public encounter among strangers also offers a counternarrative to the common master narrative that traditional Muslim garb alienates its onlookers, who do not feel comfortable reaching out to a muhajjaba since the hijab allegedly emphasizes difference. This narrative often culminates in the demand that Muslim women assimilate by shedding their "primitive" attire and joining the modern world. By capturing the mutual sense of elation experienced by the speaker and the random black men who salute her, the poem challenges the mythology of an exclusively white, Christian America. As this encounter proves, not everybody feels alienated on encountering the Muslim body. For the black men in this surprise encounter, the hijab creates a chance to make a connection and affirm a sense of community, as evidenced by the men's use of the term "sister" when addressing the Muslim woman. In turn, the woman is not offended by the men's rushing to open doors for her; nor does she want to be left alone. This encounter also demonstrates that some women, and men, valorize a relational or collective identity, one that identifies with an extended family of Muslim brothers and sisters. Without her hijab, the woman runs the risk of passing as white and, consequently, feeling isolated. The trope of passing is subverted in this embodied encounter: while passing has been historically deployed as a means of surviving racial violence and "a privilege at a time when Islam has "D a m m i t , J i m , I ' m a M u s l i m W o m a n , N o t a K l i n g o n ! " been ascribed with negative and threatening meaning" (Alsultany 313), some muhajjabas prefer to not pass. Passing here does not engender survival. From this speaker's point of view, passing produces unfavorable anonymity since one becomes just another (unmarked) body amid the crowd. Furthermore, by describing the muhajjaba's fear of passing as white, the poem's Muslim narrator affirms her identification as a person of color, thus rejecting the (most recent) official categorization of Arab Americans as white. By affiliating herself with other people of color, the Muslim woman gestures toward multi-ethnic coalitions that are a source of empowerment for various ethnic minorities.
Sometimes feared, sometimes ignored, and sometimes embraced, Kahf's immigrants insist on expressing their alternative religious and cultural affiliations. Many of Kahf's poems capture embodied encounters that simultaneously incorporate Arab, Islamic, and mainstream American cultural references, rituals, and landscapes. In "Move Over," the speaker authoritatively announces the need to make room for the "spreaders of prayer rugs, / in highway gas stations at dawn" (1-2), thus transposing the praying Muslim body onto a familiar American landmark. Muslim Americans repurpose the space of the gas station through their praying bodies, making it their own. The Muslim body infuses the American social space with Islamic rituals and claims a small spot, just enough to spread its prayer rug. Yet that prayer rug makes all the difference because it symbolizes the participation of American Muslims in actively re-creating the social and national space. As Arturo Escobar reminds us, place is often "constructed, imagined, and struggled over," and "culture is carried into places by bodies" (143). These Muslims demand that other bodies "move over" so that more inclusive physical and cultural landscapes may emerge. Unlike their predecessors who might have prayed solely behind closed doors (at home or at the mosque), or even deferred their prayers to avoid making a scene, these immigrants do not seek to hide their Arab and Muslim lives. Kahf's work undeniably "produces discursive articulations of Arab American identities that do not necessitate denying, suppressing, or excising Arab self-identifications in public performances of US citizenship and belonging" (Fadda-Conrey, Contemporary 49). The personas in "Move Over" possess eclectic wardrobes that mix and match "veils and denim" (5) and "prayer caps and Cubs caps" (6) . They assert their right to not choose one type of dress over another or, more critically, one rigid cultural identification over another. Rather, they display a Muslim American fashion sense and sensibility. Covered in various layers of fabric, the multitextured body becomes a visual enactment of the immigrant's multilayered identity and subjectivity. The poem ends with the speakers making a promise to "intermarry," "commingle," and "multiply" (16-17), thus asserting a plan to hybridize everything from wardrobes to the nation space itself.
However, Kahf is not blind to the challenges of enacting a hybridized identity, and Arab American immigrants, like other immigrant groups, have struggled with the question of insularity versus assimilation. Finding an in-between space is not always seamless, especially when there is a split between the position of immigrant parents, who may gravitate towards separating their private and public lives, and their US-born children, who tend to bridge the gap between their Arab and American lives. These second-generation immigrant children-whose hybridity often represents an "excruciating act of self-production by and through multiple traces" (Radhakrishnan, Diasporic 159) rather than a fait accomplioften encounter resistance. Such resistance not only comes from members of the older generation in their community but also from other mainstream Americans who would much rather see them articulate a more clear-cut and readable identity: American or Arab.
The poem "Lateefa" captures some of the complex dynamics involved in the production and reception of a hybridized Arab American identity. It describes a Muslim American wedding at the Bayonne County Park, where multi-ethnic guests mingle, including Arab Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and African Americans. At one point, the poem's speaker gently confronts her father and confesses that while she has loyalty toward Palestine, their ancestral home, it is New Jersey, her present home, that she knows most intimately: New Jersey acquires a human "spine," and the poem's main speaker touches the body of her present home in a way that she cannot possibly touch Palestine, which remains distant and elusive. Invoking Bruce Springsteen's "Born in the USA" (1984), she seeks to make her father understand that her relationships with Palestine and the United States differ from his because she was "BORN! / INNA YOU-ESS-AY" (36-37). This generational difference is not insurmountable, but it demonstrates the discrepancy in positionalities, sensibilities, and experiences between immigrant parents and their US-born children. As Radhakrishnan states, "The tensions between the old and new homes create the problem of divided allegiances that the two generations experience differently. The very organicity of the family and the community, displaced by travel and relocation, must be renegotiated and redefined" ("Ethnicity" 123). To buttress her case, the Palestinian American child describes her intimate encounters with the landmarks, places of worship, and immigrant communities of the New Jersey landscape. In New Jersey's neighborhoods, where church bells intermingle with the Adhan call to prayer and immigrant children from various ethnicities mingle, the speaker asserts that "there is room for all of us" (94).
While the speaker articulates her pride in the ethnic diversity of her community, she is confronted by the harsh reality of racial politics in the United States. The wedding festivities are disrupted by the arrival of a police officer who orders the wedding attendees to immediately move their cars and threatens to issue parking tickets. When one of the women pleads with the officer to bear with them until the wedding ceremony is over, he becomes suspicious as he fails to locate the (nonexistent) priest officiating the ceremony. "What wedding lady? I don't see no priest" (102), he responds, and renews his threat. The (non-Christian, nonwhite) wedding comes to a halt because the police officer does not recognize that its legitimacy signifies the dubious reception of minorities in a nominally multicultural United States. By capturing such absurd encounters, Kahf illustrates that even though the possibilities for "intermingling" and inclusion are endless, the realities of exclusion are ever-present, as reflected by the police officer's failure to interpret the situation generously and in his ultimate power to manage the unfamiliar bodies before him. As Ahmed notes of the discourse on neighborhood watch programs, "The good citizen is a citizen who suspects rather than is suspect, who watches out for departures from ordinary life in the imagined space of the neighborhood. The good citizen hence watches out for the one who loiters, acts suspiciously, looks out of place" (Strange 29). In this interrupted encounter, the police officer represents the "good citizen" who constructs the "loitering" MuslimAmerican body as out of place and as a potential threat to law and order. Perhaps the speaker's earlier statement, "there is room for all of us" (Kahf, "Lateefa" 94) , remains a utopian dream after all.
Drawing on Julia Kristeva's conceptualization of "foreignness," Wisam Kh Abdul-Jabbar argues that the speakers in Kahf's poems view foreignness as "festive" and "celebratory" rather than "negative" or "estranging." He positions his interpretation of Kahf's poems-as being primarily concerned with the exultation of foreignness-against studies by Abdurraqib and Amal Talaat Abdelrazek, which tend to focus on the immigrant's plight of resisting misrepresentation and on resolving her feelings of anxiety and alienation in her new homeland ("Making" 242-43). While Abdul-Jabbar's assertion that many of Kahf's speakers embrace their distinctiveness unapologetically is certainly valid, it is equally important to acknowledge that celebrating a sense of foreignness, which "takes delight in its own sheer uniqueness" (244), is not incongruous with other goals, including the struggles for attaining self-representation, forging a hybridized identity, and even navigating the occasional feelings of alienation and exclusion. Kahf's "Lateefa," which Abdul-Jabbar cites as an example that reflects the "sense of jubilation associated with being foreign" (253), clearly deals with the challenges of second-generation immigrants to assert an anti-essentialist identity that is neither insular nor assimilative. It also explores the enduring mainstream hostility against anything and anyone who appears remotely "foreign," as evidenced by the policeman's dismissive behavior and the guests' sense of disappointment, which ultimately put a damper on the celebration and offset the earlier feelings of joyousness. Highlighting the nuances of embodied encounters in Kahf's poems helps elucidate the immigrant experience as a multitextured, relational, and contextual phenomenon that varies not only from one person to another but also from one moment to another, depending on the specific situation in which the immigrant body finds itself.
Articulating Shared Humanity and Mutual Vulnerability
While Kahf's poetry rejects the discourse of forced assimilation of ethnic and racial minorities, and while her poetry calls for the embracing of cultural and religious differences, it by no means promotes a politics of separatism and isolation. On the contrary, Kahf's poetry celebrates border-crossings among various nationalities, ethnicities, religions, and cultures. Poetry, as she demonstrates, has the potential to contribute to an understanding of our shared humanity without glossing over material differences and specific histories. Kahf's autobiographically based poem, "Fayetteville as in Fate," demonstrates her faith in poetry's capability to bring together cultures that are situated in places as seemingly disparate as Fayetteville, Arkansas (where the poet had moved from New Jersey), and Damascus, Syria (the city where she was born). The poet depicts embodied encounters that reveal the shared humanity of American Southerners and their Syrian counterparts-two peoples whose languages "are wildly different" and who "believe improbable, vile things about each other" (35) (36) .
Having established her awareness of an assumed insurmountable cultural divide, the poet proceeds to expose the hastiness of the "clash of civilization" narrative by focusing on the microcosmic, lived realities of female bread bakers in Fayetteville and Damascus. Highlighting the same "turn of wrist" the women "from here" (37) and the women "from there" (38) must make in order to twist the bread "into different shapes for baking" (40), she establishes their common ground in manual labor and sustenance. The men, too, seem to exist in parallel universes in this poem:
See how a farmer takes up a handful of dirt This one wears overalls and that one wears a sirwal, but the open hand with the dirt in its creases makes a map both can read (42) (43) (44) (45) Focusing on the farming bodies that dress differently but share a similar relationship with their land, Kahf demonstrates how the bodies and subjectivities of the Arkansan and Syrian farmers are shaped by the same act of tilling the soil. Kahf insists that her poetry will illuminate their common knowledge, lifestyles, and sensibilities. She pledges to bring them together so that they may recognize each other's reciprocal humanity: "But who will coax them close enough to know this? / Darling, it is poetry" (46-47).
Embracing her role as a cultural mediator, Kahf envisions future interactions among the children of these communities. She prays that their children "email one another and not bomb one another" (53), that they "sell yams and yoghurt to each other at a conscionable profit" (55), and that they "learn each other's tongue" (56). Kahf's poem thus ends with a utopian gesture, yet her vision is anything but naïve. Mindful that her motherland and adopted country are entrenched in broader asymmetrical power relations, she insists that these imagined cross-cultural encounters be rooted in social justice. By invoking economic inequality, military intervention, and linguistic and cultural hegemony, Kahf subtly warns against the perils of global capitalism and war; she shows the tenuous line separating ethical encounters from exploitative ones. Kahf thus acknowledges the precariousness of any encounter between her American and Syrian communities, but she also voices her faith in people's ability to forge mutually beneficial interpersonal relations that might resist preconceived formulations.
Despite the vibrancy that characterizes most of her poems, Kahf does not shy away from exploring tragic events, such as the World Trade Center attacks. In her poem, "We Will Continue Like Twin Towers," the poem's speaker imagines the last encounter-which may also have been the first one-between the man and woman who held hands as they jumped from the burning World Trade Center. This tragic yet humane image reminds the speaker of another encounternamely, that of a Lebanese bride and groom who also held hands as they walked through the debris of a war-ravaged Beirut to get married, "even knowing that beneath their feet / everything that kills hope was being unleashed" (8-9). By summoning the image of the Lebanese couple who suffered the atrocities of the Lebanese Civil War-with no resources but their trust in each other and their grace under pressure-Kahf yokes together two seemingly disparate worlds, Lebanon and the United States, through tragedy, loss, and hope. In doing so, she also pays homage to the sufferers of Lebanese Civil War, whose stories remain absent from the dominant American imaginary. The intimate encounters of such civilians-not the actions and speeches of world leaders and terrorism expertsoccupy center stage in Kahf's poems. These human encounters, which are similar in nature yet divergent in terms of locales and time frames, serve to remind us of the hope that can emerge from the darkest moments of people's lives. Sirène Harb dubs this process of linking traumatic experiences in the United States with those in the Middle East "associative remembering." She argues that "the importance of such juxtapositions lies in the fact that they bring together spaces of trauma traditionally understood as separable and unable to meet" due to reciprocal misconceptions and uneven power dynamics (26). Lebanese and American civilians are thus brought together, at least discursively, through their experiences of tragedy and compassion.
Kahf's embodied encounters also mirror the ethics of mutual vulnerability and care, which have been advocated by anti-war transnational feminists such as Judith Butler. As Butler emphasizes, it is crucial to be mindful of our bodies' "invariably public dimension" (26), a biological fact that makes us capable of inflicting or receiving both an injurious and a gentle touch at any moment. According to Butler, our mutual bodily vulnerability should thus translate into the collective responsibility of preserving each other's bodies because we are inextricably connected. The gentleness with which the men and women touch one another in Kahf's poetry, both in the World Trade Center towers and in bombed-out Beirut, are juxtaposed against violence, the "touch of the worst order" (Butler 30) .
Warning the United States against positioning itself as the exclusive victim of violence, despite its legitimate pain, Butler asserts that "suffering can yield an experience of humility, of vulnerability, of impressionability and dependence, and these can become resources if we do not 'resolve' them too quickly; they can move us beyond and against the vocation of the paranoid victim who regenerates infinitely the justifications for war" (149-50). Kahf reiterates a similar message as she subtly debunks the narrative of exceptionalism within which the events of 9/11 have been predominantly framed in the American mainstream media. The poem's speaker highlights the fact that other parts of the world have also undergone their share of violence, and that we can ultimately come together through our shared experience of trauma. Butler invites us to ponder the question of what we can make out of our sense of loss "besides a cry of war" (xii). The speaker in Kahf's "We Will Continue Like Twin Towers" seems to answer this question:
I will continue to invite your children to play with my children. Will you continue to want your children to come and go with mine? (15) (16) (17) (18) The mother insinuates that perhaps her children will be shunned from other American homes, but she does not beg and plead for acceptance. Nor does she apologize for crimes that she has neither committed nor condoned. Rather, she states her own commitment to continue to reach out to her fellow Americans despite her fears that her efforts may not be reciprocated.
In addition to drawing parallels between the civilians who found themselves in the midst of the World Trade Center attacks and those of the Lebanese Civil War, Kahf's Emails from Scheherazad references other tragedies across the globe. In "Disbeliever," Kahf invokes the maiming and deaths of innocent civilians in Algeria, Syria, Palestine, Kosovo, Rwanda, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Mourning civilians across the world, the speaker confesses her lack of faith "in everything but the purity of the bodies / of the men and women-with or without the veil, / with or without the markings of the right identity-" (29-31). Valorizing the bodies of all humans, regardless of their religious, ethnic, or national affiliations, Kahf thus privileges a transnational ethos of compassion and social justice. In Kahf's tragedy-centered poems, one detects an ethic of care that is predicated on protesting violence and on embracing reflective grieving, mutual vulnerability, and reparative interpersonal encounters. 7 
Conclusion
As this study has shown, the Arab and Muslim American body often becomes the site where contentious global conflicts and everyday discourses of differentiation are enacted. Nonetheless, the same conditions that (mis)produce the Arab body also inspire literary productions that seek to extract the Arab and Muslim body from the dehumanizing tentacles of Orientalism in its various mutations. As Nouri Gana notes, "the task of Muslim and Arab American writing is nowadays to wager more programmatically on formal adventurousness in order to wrest the universal humanity of Muslim and Arab suffering from the grinding machinery of the war on terror" (1580). Similarly, in his exploration of Muslim narratives written in English, Amin Malak emphasizes the crucial role that Muslim authors play in transforming English from a language of colonization and Islamophobia into a medium of constructive dialogue through their literary productions. He refers to this process of language transformation as the "Muslimization" of English:
An instrument for demystifying and de-alienating Islam and Muslims, muslimized English, like African or Indian English, becomes a site of encounter for cultures and peoples on equal terms, by peaceful means, and through intelligent-at times humorous, at others touchingly humane-discourses whose modes and modalities shift from antagonism to understanding, from exclusion to interrogation, from contest to compromise, and, more importantly, from resistance to reconciliation. (11) Kahf's poem, "Copulation in English," reiterates Malak's premise and demonstrates the poet's conscious attempt at making English speak with an Arabic accent. The speaker muses: "We are going to rewrite English in Arabic / " (4) (5) . Similar to poems by poets including Nye, Majaj, and Hilal, Kahf's poems incorporate bilingual utterances, Middle Eastern and American literary and pop cultural references, and multi-ethnic protagonists, thus demonstrating the inevitable thematic and aesthetic cross-fertilization that occurs when-to borrow Hilal's words-an artist has "one foot in America and one foot in the Middle East." Kahf herself has asserted that it is now legitimate to speak not only of Arab American literature but also of "Muslim American Literature as an Emerging Field," and she conceives of this category as one that is inclusive of a diversity of voices, including the literature of the Black Arts Movement, American Sufi writing, secular ethnic novels, writings by immigrants and second-generation Muslims, and religious American Muslim literature ("Teaching" 163) . Her own work thus belongs to and shapes this emerging Muslim American literature.
S i n n o
As dispossessed refugees from Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Yemen struggle to find a safer home in Europe and North America today, it becomes increasingly crucial to tell their stories and to recuperate their bodies, literally and discursively, from state-sponsored violence and anti-Islamic rhetoric. By depicting the lived realities of the immigrant body-in both its shocking familiarity and unapologetic difference-Kahf seeks to illuminate the everyday struggles and triumphs of immigrants, to counteract xenophobia, and to advocate for transnational social justice.
Notes

